
Pre-Lent 1, 2020 
Matthew 20:1-16 
 
Part I  
One day a young man came to Jesus with a question. He 
asked: What good thing must I do to have eternal life? 
Jesus replied: Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do 
not bear false witness, honor your father and mother. The 
young man told Jesus he had done all that. He had, but 
his conscience was not at rest. He wanted to know what 
he still lacked.  
 
So, in the particular case of this young man, Jesus got to 
the heart of the matter: If you want to do what you still 
lack, sell all you have and give to the poor. When the 
young man heard these words he left with a heavy heart. 
He did because the young man realized he could not do 
what he still lacked. He could not because he loved his 
wealth more than God. 
 
Upon hearing this discussion and seeing the young man 
leave, Peter commented to Jesus: We have left everything 
and followed you. What then shall we have? Jesus replied 
with a promise: In heaven the disciples would rule with 
him. Then Jesus added that everyone who has left homes, 
family or lands for his sake - that is, anyone who suffers 
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loss of human love; loss of business; loss of any kind 
because of the faith - will receive 100 times what they lost 
and inherit eternal life. 
 
In other words, all who follow him will be abundantly 
compensated when they are given heaven. In giving that 
promise, Jesus does not make any essential distinctions. 
In other words, Jesus meant to guard the disciples - and 
you and me - from making prideful comparisons with our 
neighbor - with our fellow believer. He underscored that by 
saying: Many who are first will be last, and the last first. It 
is in this context that Jesus tells today’s parable. 
 
Part II 
In it the lord of a vineyard goes to the city center. It was a 
place that bustled with activity - kind of like our farmers’ 
markets. Venders set up their booths to sell produce, 
meat, clothing among other things. Laborers looking for 
work went there hoping that someone would hire them for 
the day. It was the brick and mortar Employees Overload - 
the online indeed.com of the day. 
 
So it is to the market that the lord of the vineyard goes. He 
goes out at the first hour of the day - 6 am. There he finds 
some laborers and agrees with them to give them a 
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denarius - a day’s wage - for a day’s work. Then he sent 
them to work in his vineyard.  
 
The lord looks for more laborers. So he goes back to the 
market three more times - at 9 am, 12 noon and 3 pm. In 
each case he sent them to work in his vineyard too. They 
do, but in their cases they do not know what kind of wage 
they will get. The lord just promises to give them whatever 
is right. They go anyway. 
 
The lord of the vineyard is not done. He is still looking for 
more laborers. So he goes out at the final hour of the 
workday - 5 pm. He finds some unemployed laborers still 
hanging around there and wants to know why they have 
been idle all day. They reply: No one hired us. The lord 
says: You go, too. In this case he does not even mention a 
wage. He just says: Go. Labor in my vineyard. They go. 
 
The lord of the vineyard is God; the laborers are you and 
me. He has called each one of us at different times in life 
to labor in his vineyard, the church. That call has come 
through the Means of Grace.  
 
With the call he sends us to labor in his vineyard  
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- to plant new vines in the vineyard by handing down 
the faith to our children - to water and fertilize the 
young vines by teaching them the word of God at 
home and at church - to prop up the storm damaged 
vines of fellow Christians with the word of God by 
comforting the hurting, strengthening the weak, 
encouraging the timid  
 
- to prune the vines of the suckers of sin by speaking 
the law when our children - a fellow Christian - needs 
to hear it - to bind up the bleeding conscience of the 
pruned vine with the word of forgiveness  
 
- to encourage one another in the vineyard by 
gathering to hear God’s word and commune at his 
altar - to support the work of God’s vineyard with our 
gifts - to work side by side with our fellow laborers by 
serving in various capacities in the church - to confess 
Christ when called upon even if it means the loss of 
human love, the loss of moving up in the world and/or 
workplace. 

 
In short, God called us by the Means of Grace to labor in 
his vineyard - each of us at different times - each of us in 
our different vocations -  in the family and in the church. 
Some he called early; some late; some in-between. 
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Part III 
At the end of the workday the lord of the vineyard tells his 
steward to pay the laborers. He is to begin with those 
hired at the end of the day - in the eleventh hour. So the 
steward gathers them all together and has them line up 
from those hired last to those hired first.  
 
Then he begins to hand out the wages. Those hired last - 
who worked only one hour - get a whole day’s wage. As 
those hired first stand in line and wait their turn, the focus 
of their gaze begins to falter. They do not look at the lord 
of the vineyard who hired them, gave them work and 
promised them a fair wage. They stop looking at the lord 
and start looking at their co-workers.  
 
One by one they see that all get the same day’s wage - 
those hired at the eleventh hour -  those hired in the 
middle hours of the day - as well as those hired at the first 
hour. They do and those hired first complain: It’s not fair! 
We bore the burden of the day; we worked in the 
scorching heat; and you made them equal to us! That is 
the rub. The lord of the vineyard makes no distinction 
between his workers.  
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It is that equal treatment by the lord that gets under the 
skin of those hired first. To put it another way, a problem 
comes about when the laborers start comparing 
themselves with other laborers. When they do, they have 
an evil eye - they begrudge the lord’s generosity.  
 
The point that Jesus is making is that self-righteous pride 
clings to the old Adam of the baptized. That is to say, our 
old Adam does not focus his gaze on the goodness of 
God. He lets his gaze wander and settle on his neighbor. 
He does and he self-righteously compares. 
 
It is like he takes a blank - unmarked - yardstick in hand. 
On that yardstick he makes notches of his labor in the 
vineyard - his dedication, his hard work, his commitment, 
his self-sacrifice, his devotion. Looking at the notched 
yardstick he feels pretty satisfied. Then he takes another 
blank yardstick. On this yardstick, he makes notches of his 
neighbor’s labor. When he puts them side by side, his 
yardstick of his neighbor does not measure up to his own.  

 
In short, by comparing the notches on the yardstick of our 
labor in the vineyard with others our old Adam believes 
that he is deserving of more. When he sees that others 
have notched less - worked less - suffered less - been less 
committed - our old Adam feels it is not fair to be treated 
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equally. He feels God should judge us fairly, according to 
the merits we have notched. 
 
But God does not do that. For our sakes it is good that he 
does not. If he were to judge us according to the merits we 
have notched, we would have to measure up - not to a 
standard against our neighbor - but to God’s standard … 
and that is not attainable. 
 
That is why in today’s parable, the lord reminds those 
hired first: Recall the agreement. You agreed with me for a 
denarius, didn’t you! You got it. It belongs to you. Take it 
and go home. I desire to treat all alike.  
 
In short, everyone is treated the same by the lord of the 
vineyard. No comparisons are made. All receive the same 
no matter how long they labored in the vineyard. That is 
grace. Grace gives without regard to merit in the one who 
receives. 
 
God’s grace is the only reason you and I have eternal life: 
God gives us eternal life not because of any merit on our 
part. He gives us eternal life only because Jesus merited it 
for us …  
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.... and the way he merited it was most unfair. He did by 
entering into his vineyard as the First laborer. He bore the 
burden and the heat of the day. He bore the burden of the 
day - by living his whole life only for us and working only 
for us - by doing for us what we could not do, living a 
perfect life in our place. He bore the scorching heat of the 
day - by sweating drops of blood and suffering death on 
the cross - by suffering the wrath of God’s burning anger 
as he died for our sins in our place.  
 
By dying for our sins of self-righteous prideful comparing - 
for any and all other sins we have committed - by dying in 
our place - Jesus - who is the First became the Last. He 
got what he did not deserve. Jesus got hell. If you want to 
see something unfair - look here - at the cross. Nothing 
could be more unfair. We, on the other hand, get what we 
do not deserve. We get heaven - no distinctions - no 
comparisons made. There is no fairness here either. 
There is not, because forgiveness and heaven are all 
given by grace without any merit on our part. 
 
Part IV 
On the Last Day, then, we will all be gathered before 
Jesus like the laborers in the vineyard were gathered 
before the steward. All who have been called as laborers 
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in God’s vineyard - all believers without distinction - will 
receive from the Lord heaven.  
 
Anyone who has left behind homes, family, lands for his 
sake - suffered loss of any kind for the sake of Jesus’ 
name - will receive 100 times what was lost in this life and 
inherit eternal life. In view of this promise God puts all 
comparisons aside. The last will be first; and the first last - 
all because Jesus who is the First became Last for you. 
 
Now this One who is First but who became last for your 
sakes - Jesus - comes to you in bread and wine. He gives 
you his body and blood - gives you his very self - and in 
giving you himself - he treats each of you equally giving 
you what he merited for you - eternal life. Amen! 
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